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Abstract
A significant share of projects fails with respect to both producing the intended effect and achieving expected
business results, in part due to organisational hierarchy and bureaucratic structures. These form obstructions to
clients’ demand for higher value. Within the field of real estate and infrastructure, most clients have to organise
projects with external project organisations. Problems escalate when external suppliers are involved. This strategy-
to-performance gap is attributed to poorly formulated plans, misapplied resources, breakdown in communication
and limited accountability for results. In this paper, this challenge is assessed in the construction project perspective,
focusing on what may be a missing link between strategic decisions and project outcomes. The challenge is double,
i.e., it concerns clearly expressing the intention of projects and establishing organisations adaptive to project
strategies. A major challenge for a design team is to balance functional expertise with a client’s need for integrated
teams focusing on solutions that enable users to create value. A functional organisation providing resources
represented by design and engineering expertise is directed by a respective department’s goals. On the other side, a
project is directed by a client’s goals, but affected by functional goals.
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V.
Selection and/ peer-review under responsibility of Tampere University of Technology, Department of Civil Engineering.
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1. Introduction
A project is commonly understood to be a temporary organisation delivering an output to an organisation focusing
on outcomes. According to the research within the general field of project management (PM), a significant share of
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projects fails with respect to both producing the intended effect and achieving the expected business results (Shenhar
and Dvir, 2007); The Standish Group, 2001; Mankins & Steel, 2011). The prevailing explanation seems to be a
combination of obstructions. Shenhar et al. (2001), Shenhar and Dvir (2007) and Turner (2014) share the
assumption that traditional PM tools are not adequate to assure project success from a strategic perspective. Such
problems typically escalate when external suppliers are involved in the project delivery (Muller & Judgev, 2010).
The road to success becomes even more troublesome as organisational hierarchy and bureaucratic structures are
regarded as general obstructions to clients’ demand for higher value (Mankins & Steele, 2011; Driver 2014). These
obstructions are present in client and supplier organisations, and goals become even more blurred. According to the
conclusions  of  this  series  of  the  papers,  this  seems  equally  to  be  a  valid  claim  in  the  context  of  the  construction
industry.
2. Research question
The aim of this paper is to address what approach is needed in the early phases of construction projects to make
a change from delivering outputs to enabling benefits to clients, to understand front end efforts as well as to
maximise project effectiveness and strategic success. The scope is limited to initial activities in design processes in
the construction industry. The management theories from the strategy literature are used to compare the general
theoretical challenges involved in aligning projects with strategy with the particularities of design processes in the
construction industry. In accordance with this, we have formulated the following research question:
x What is a missing link between a strategy and a project outcome and what does this mean for the construction
industry?
This question is addressed by firstly establishing a theoretical framework from the strategy literature. The key
concepts organising the theoretical framework are project success, strategy and project.  Secondly,  we address  the
consequences of such an understanding to the construction industry.
3. Project success
Several scholars have been dealing with the term project success, among them Pinto and Slevin (1988), Shenhar
(2001), Shenhar and Dvir (2007) and Turner (2014). The latter includes the most common definitions in the 4th
edition of “Handbook of Project-based management” where he states the two components of project success as (i)
success criteria,  the  dependent  variables  by  which  we  will  judge  the  successful  outcome  of  the  project  and  (ii)
success factors, the independent variables that will influence the successful achievement of the success criteria.
However, as Pinto and Prescott already in 1988 pointed out; “it is likely” they maintain, “that the relative impact of
the various critical factors of project success are subject to change at different points in the project”. This
assumption was tested in a survey concerning the project life cycle. An important finding was that throughout the
four stages of the project, the project mission and client consultation was identified as critical success factors.  Client
acceptance, as another success factor, was present in the planning and termination phase. If a project is having the
client’s acceptance in the termination phase, this most likely will be synonymous with achieving the success criteria.
Technical tasks were, not surprisingly, only critical in the execution phase.
Pinto and Prescott (1988) concluded that “the practicing project manager would be in a better position to assist
in the implementation of a project” if taking all tasks into concern, given an “increased awareness of the factors
most critical to success at specific life cycle stages”. In other words, the project manager and the design team would
be better off if the planning process also emphasized additional factors to technical tasks.  This still appears as a
valid conclusion, both based on the authors’ experience and on general findings from literature. Morris (2013)
summarizes that managing projects is the discipline for the delivery of goals. The inward looking project delivery
has to be replaced by teams delivering projects successfully to the requirements of the project customer.
Pinto and Slevin (1988) examined the challenges of the project manager. The main challenge was how to
implement changes rooted in the corporate strategies, without sufficient power, budget, or people to handle all of the
elements essential for project success. This may cause a PM dilemma. The success factors can be well known, but
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projects are developed by a team of individuals with special expertise and concerned with solving complex technical
tasks. This insight leads to the conclusion that the ability to transition successfully between early strategy (success
factors) and later tactics (criteria) is an important characteristic for project managers to possess. Most organisations
typically establish some kind of success criteria at the initial phase of projects. The most important is typically to
identify the desired output meant to solve the problem and enabling a performance improvement as the project
outcome.   Shenhar  et  al.  (2001)  point  out  that  the  traditional  success  criteria  based  on  financial  indicators  are
insufficient to measure organisational success in a dynamic market. Projects must be regarded as engines that drive
strategy into new directions and thus must deliver outcome for future benefits and competitive advantage in addition
to immediate business results. The main problem thus resides in the absence of bringing the success factors to
market. According to Shenhar et al. (2001), the project team engaged in a day-to-day project execution, are typically
not focusing on the business aspects. Their attention is operational and “getting-the-job-done”. Successfully
completed on time, budget and to specifications, but not necessarily to the customers satisfaction. The last decades
of research on effectiveness within the construction industry has, according to Hjelmbrekke and Klakegg (2013), led
to an increased consciousness of the strategic project outcome. They claim that despite this focus, design-teams still
are geared towards project efficiency and re-use of design solutions. They further emphasize that to understand the
clients’ needs in a holistic perspective, new leadership is required to move from an inside-out perspective to the
outside-in focus. The latter is approaching the project from the customer’s perspective and proposed solutions are in
accordance with what the customer perceives as success.
This understanding has considerable consequences for the understanding of projects and leads to a need for
change and new mind-set within the construction industry. When productivity was considered being the main
success factor in earlier protected market environments, solutions were based on proven technical solutions and
limited interaction with user. Now, delivering holistic solutions that offer competitive advantages to the customer
through value creation in projects is the new success factor, according to the findings from a case study within the
field of real estate by Arge and Hjelmbrekke (2012). This study indicates that the business model of the external
supplier/design team is directed toward functional and professional success criteria within their own organisations –
and does not reflect clients’ strategic goal in any aspect. Not obliging to the insight of the general strategy literature
seems to lead the construction industry to realizing projects that miss their objectives from a strategic perspective.
4. Strategy as looking forward and reasoning backwards
As already Steiner (1969) saw, planning is reasoning backwards, i.e., “planning is a process which begins with
objectives, defines strategies, policies and detailed plans to achieve them”. Steiner is also precise on the subject of
what constitute the basic problem of planning: “It is not what should be done in the future but rather what should be
done now to make desired things to happen in the uncertain future”. To establish the strategic vision and goals is
just a part of a planned change; what constitute the real difference concerning project success or not is what happens
when a strategic decision is made. Is this followed by resources as well as top management support to secure the
implementation? Nearly all firms and organisations have established a strategy with the purpose of explaining how
their vision is going to be fulfilled. This envisioned future is, according to Collins and Porras (1996) what a firm
aspires to become, something that will require significant change and progress to attain. In a changing world the
strategy is the formula that at any time has to adapt to the competitive battlefield. The competitive edge is also the
main issue in strategic thinking of Porter (1996). His starting point is that the changing competitive environment has
led companies from a static positioning strategy into a quest for productivity, quality and speed. The result is that
(tactical) management tools such as total-quality management, benchmarking, time based competition and
outsourcing have taken the place of strategy. In a competitive context this may give immediate operational and
financial improvements. The effect of increased productivity on viable competitive positions, however, is minor and
the gained competitive advantage is temporary. Porter argues that the root of the problem is the failure to distinguish
between operational effectiveness and strategy. Operational effectiveness is essential to superior performance, but
will not be viable unless followed by a strategy based on achievement of sustainable competitive advantages. The
only way to outperform rivals and establish a difference from competitors is, according to Porter, to deliver greater
value to customer, or create comparable value at a lower cost or both.
Kaplan and Norton (2001, 2004) move such an argument further in operationalizing the strategy in their
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balanced scorecard model to align the organisational performances to the strategy, thereby creating a strategy
measurement system. They claim that the balanced scorecard system enables organisations to organize all their
resources to focus intensively on implementing strategies. Mankins and Steel (2011) provide examples of how
strategies are managed. According to their investigations, “most companies’ strategies deliver only 63 % of their
promised financial value. This strategy-to-performance gap was undertaken in a survey by the authors to find out
how successful companies translated their strategy into performance and the causes if failing. The problems revealed
were troubling.
Most companies rarely track performance against long-term-plans and top Management don’t know whether
their strategic initiatives will have the intended effect until the project is completed and in operation.  The survey
also addressed the causes for the performance loss. The main factors were inadequate or unavailable resources,
poorly communicated strategy, actions required to execute not clearly defined and organisational silos and culture
blocking execution. What Mankins and Steel (2011) also found was that many high performing companies focusing
on realizing the strategic potential of projects are working on improving the planning and execution processes. To
close the gap they are working on both sides of equation, raising standards for both processes simultaneously and
creating links between them. This is also the focus of Driver (2014). His findings were even more discouraging.
Fever than 10 % of 100 strategies reviewed were identified as robust and useful. The rest were unclear on exactly
what they were trying to achieve, why they were trying to achieve it, how they were going to achieve it and whether
their strategy has been validated, is optimal and can actually be made to happen cost-effectively. Strategy fails,
according to Driver, because people in the organisation do not know about or understand the strategy or how they
should manage their roles within the organisation consistent with the strategy. Poor strategy semantics leads to few
people understanding the strategy and what they are actually supposed to be doing.
Driver’s assumptions present a problem within the construction sector. According to Shenhar (2004), in most
cases projects are identified as a tool for implementing strategy of mother organisation, under the constraints of
time, budget and other resources. The typical configuration in the construction industry consists of an external
project team (i.e. project manager, architects and engineering consultants) engaged in day-to-day project execution
and are typically not focused on the business aspects of the project (Patanakul & Shenhar, 2012). The project will
then be trapped in a “mixed zone” with a client organisation, according to Driver, without a robust strategy together
with a supplier organisation participating without any knowledge about client’s strategy. Driver’s open strategies
(2014) are focusing on the end result, the benefits. The project planning and the implementation is a continuous
process, where the user, owner and design team’s main objective is to find the causality backwards from benefits to
project design and to establish the success criteria connected to the different phases. His starting point, as illustrated
in Fig.1, is that only end-users can realize or create benefits/outcomes. Thus end-users should have a key role in
designing and implementing strategies. Organisations run Projects (a building or infrastructure) and create assets
(the design). Organisations produce Results from these projects. Customers Use these results. And customers create
Benefits from their use of this asset. Finally Driver asserts that these benefits encapsulate the reason for a strategy.
Driver’s PRUB (project-results-use-benefit) strategy model is meant to constitute the core strategy building blocks
since these blocks in fact represent the core functions of the organisation.
                                                                                  Fig. 1. PRUB (Driver, 2014)
Based on such an analysis, an effective strategy is to improve these core functions and will (1) define exactly
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the organisations core functions in term of what project an organisation needs to do, what results they must produce,
how these results will be used and how these uses will create benefits, (2) validate the sequences by cause-and-effect
evidence that projects produce the desired results, results be used and this use creates benefits and (3) finally,
validate a cost/benefit ratio.
In  short,  the  general  idea  consists  of  measuring  backwards  to  find  what  are  the  benefit  indicators,  the  use
indicators (how to use the results produced by the project), the result indicators what is the project actually
delivering) and the project results (time, quality and cost). The strategy- to-performance gap in the PRUB model
may occur in the handover/engage sequence, where Driver (2014) points out that the most valuable evidence is the
cause-and-effect evidence that results actually be used.
5. Project strategy as outputs enabling benefits
Projects have for decades been managed by measuring the performance according to the so-called iron triangle
of time, budgets and scope. The constraints implied by this have been directing the PM and project teams, focusing
their activities on efficiency. To increase performance within such constraints, the industry and research institutions
have  provided  the  project  managers  with  a  steadily  increasing  amount  of  tools  and  frameworks.  However,  the
project’s link to the business case and the strategic motivation is rarely in concordance with the idea of the project
manager as a success factor. Pinto and Slevin (1988) distinguish between tactical and strategic performance. They
state that it is the rare project manager who is both a brilliant strategist and a skilled tactician. To manage projects
successfully, however, both capabilities must be brought to bear. This is equally done by Cooke-Davies (2002), who
analyzes the difference of PM success and project success. According to his view, the first one refers to the tactical
level, dealing with the traditional PM measures of time, cost and quality, whilst the latter relates to when the owner
can realize the benefits hopefully provided by the project. Most prominently, he links project success and corporate
success. In this conception, benefits are not delivered by the project manager as such. Rather it is the close
cooperation between project and the user which enables the future advantages/ benefits. This cooperation must be
organized within the framework of the corporate strategy, processes and decisions to translate strategy into projects
must be the corporate PM practice.
The project as integrated elements of a corporate strategy is also the main message from Shenhar (2007); “the
only way organisations can change, implement a strategy, innovate, or gain competitive advantages is through
projects”. The most visible changes in organisations are set up as projects like new IT-solutions, re-organisations or
new premises expected to deliver new capabilities. Shenhar et al. (2001) discus projects as powerful strategic
weapons initiated to create value and competitive advantage and describe them as the engine that drive strategy into
new directions. Defining and assessing project success correspondingly becomes a strategic management concept,
the criteria against which projects should be assessed. It covers the project execution itself, the benefits for users, the
financial outcome, as well as the future competitive benefits. According to this line of thought, both Shenhar (2012)
and Maltz et al. (2012) suggest that project success ought to be assessed according to five dimensions (Fig.2).
Fig. 2. Success scorecards (Maltz et al. 2012).
The five dimensions range from short time project efficiency to future strategic impact. The project success
measurement is based on the same thinking as found in the balanced scorecard model of Kaplan and Norton (2004).
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Shenhar’s model includes both corporate and project success measures within the five dimensions.  A study based
on Shenhar’s success dimensions (Maltz et al., 2012) maintains that top-level management’s vision needs being
translated to specific goals and measures at the project team levels. By better understanding the overall
organisational goals and by being better required to achieve specific business goals, project teams will be better
equipped to do their job both effectively as well as efficiently.
The holistic approach outlined by Maltz et al. (2012) as well as by Cooke-Davies (2002) typically encounters
challenges when the project is delivered by external suppliers. Of particular interest within the context of this paper
is that this typically is the situation within a construction project context; The design team is configured as a matrix
with input from different functional departments (Turner, 2014). It consists of members who are involved in the
project for the duration of their work package. This might include part-time work. Instructions are normally given
from the project manager, but with such work organisation there is a reasonable risk for influence of instructions
from the functional manager.
Such a two-boss system typically have consequences regarding which goals are regarded as the most
important; the project manager’s objectives in alignment with the client’s strategy, or the different functional
managers with specific priorities or corporate goals of the project based organisation in itself. This seems, in effect,
to be widespread in the construction industry, as the industry’s organisations are typically heavily based on external
expertise.
As Sauser et al. (2009) and Turner (2014) maintain, projects are rarely carried out in isolation and most
consultants are involved in more than one project. Therefore, the design team and project management must adapt
the management style and team organisation to the specific project type. To avoid split loyalties, Turner suggests a
versatile project organisation, where team members keeps a process focus, focusing on the customer’s requirements
as well as team success and having only one boss.  As concluded by Vuori et al. (2013), the project organisation
needs to create a strategy that fits well with the external environment, rigged for prevailing market issues and with
the internal environment of the client. Such a strategic formatting proves in fact crucial to gain acceptance and
managerial support as well as resources to be effective. We need to understand the meaning of operational
effectiveness (Porter, 1996), which “value drivers” matters (Ittner & Larcker, 2003) and where client-, user- and
supplier strategy converges in a project context where separate strategies can work towards a common goal.
Focusing on efficiency alone will not be the differentiator to superior operational effectiveness (Porter, 1996).
Suppliers’ need to meet customer needs and having a strategic approach to this is the key to competitive advantage.
Performing similar activities better is good, but easily copied by competitors. Finding the way into such a strategic
“sweet spot”, according Ittner and Larcker (2003), it is important to take a closer look at cause- and effect
relationship that may exist between the chosen drivers of strategic success and outcomes. They suggest that doing
this right, needs developing a causal model based on the hypotheses in the strategic plan. To find and track the
activities that leads to improvements and strategic success are in themselves challenging activities. Once it has been
proven, however, and the final causal model chosen, it is hard to argue with and will be the source of a broad –based
agreement on the subject of strategy.
6. Impacts on construction projects
What are the consequences of the above insights for our understanding of construction projects? According to
Shenhar et al. (2001), most projects are conceived with a business perspective in mind and with goals reaching
beyond efficiency in project execution. When project managers and project team are engaged to set up a project
organisation they typically do not focus on the business aspect, but the immediate task. Suppliers bring in their own
strategy focusing on delivering efficient execution. Success then typically is regarded as achieved when the project
is delivered within time, cost and at a sufficient quality level. The project may in this perspective be understood as
an independent organisation according to Mutka and Aaltonen (2012), with a lack of consciousness of the project
owner’s business and strategy. This contradiction in behavior between the parties, the user and owner on one side
and the design team/suppliers on the other, may have its origin in the respective managements’ interpretation of
which measures counts regarding customer satisfaction and his strategic goals. Ittner and Larcker (2003) argue that
successful companies have attacked the problem of not linking measures to strategy by choosing their performance
measures on the basis of causal models, also called value driver maps. In this perspective, the project success as
78   Hallgrim Hjelmbrekke et al. /  Procedia Economics and Finance  21 ( 2015 )  72 – 79 
defined by Shenhar (2012) ranks on top and all activities must relate to strategic goals of the project. Porter (1996)
comments, “[a]ny strategy statement must begin with a definition of the ends that strategy is designed to achieve ”.
If this means uniqueness and competitive advantages, project efficiency as the only solution is not enough.
A construction project is normally based on bilateral contracts between three parties in a pattern that leaves one
of these relations unsolved (Hjelmbrekke & Klakegg, 2013; Hjelmbrekke et al., 2014). The project delivery is
typically an agreement between the supplier and the owner, leaving the users in a half-way excluded/partly included
position.  This will be a major obstruction to realize the benefits of any project according to Drivers (2014). One of
his major conclusions is that project results in themselves never will provide any benefits. It is the use and the
exploitation which creates benefits. The backwards strategic reasoning and identification of cause- effect evidences
starts with the user, which is in accordance with Steiner’s (1969) statement that planning is a process which begins
with the objectives and gradually moves into the task of making the detailed plans to achieve them.
In the language of agency theory one can explain the traditional/ suppliers defined as project based
organisations (PBO). The external project organisation (PBO) within project design was traditionally organized as a
matrix  organisation  (Turner,  2014).  In  such  cases,  the  supplier  may  create  a  project  organisation  set  up  with  a
project manager and people from the functional organisation given project responsibilities for the duration of their
involvement in the project. This matrix has according to Turner (2014) a fundamental weakness in having project
participants given orders from either the project manager or the functional manager. Shenhar (2012) pinpoints a
third major problem, the project team as supplier has their main focus on project efficiency rather than what are the
viable project output for the user and the owner.
Drivers (2014) defines the core role of organisations to be creating assets and enabling people to use them to
create benefits. To enable benefits from a project it is vital to have solid cause-and effect evidence that will confirm
that the project output will increase benefits and enable the users to improve their performance. This is looking
forward and planning backwards by articulating the project strategy, and then plan the project to implement it.
According to the success scorecard matrix (Fig. 2) of Matz et al. (2012), the project team is engaged in a day-to-day
project execution focusing on “getting the job done” and leave to the next. The project may be an economical
success for the PBO in the short term, but also a failure for the client. The project success scorecard take into action
all the client’s success factors – and includes what should have been the PBO’s success factors to achieve their
strategic goals.
Many scholars have explored project strategy during the recent years. Turner (2014) has in his book “Handbook
of Project-based Management” presented some of these studies.  Project strategy, according to Shenhar and
Patanakul (2012) is needed to guide an individual project in its planning and execution processes. Their suggested
framework also begins with the end – the outcome – and defines the project strategy as: the project perspective,
position and guidelines for what to do and how to do it, to achieve the highest competitive advantage and the best
value from the project outcome.  The framework sets up a roadmap which reasons backwards from the clients
strategic objectives, to what should the outcome be to a guideline for how to do it.
internal view; the agent (project organisation) is expected to do what the principal (project owner) orders
(Hjelmbrekke & Klakegg, 2013). This view of the project as obedient servant is a condition more likely to be found
if executed with internal resources. When the project is classified as a building project, resources normally have to
be procured externally as a temporary organisation with
7. Conclusion
The management theories have identified project strategies as the main missing link in project planning and
execution. The implication of this lack is that major strategic investments in projects turn out as failures. Such
failures influence private corporations as well as public organisations and citizens in general in a negative manner.
As we assume that most projects have strategic intents, failures will most probably have impacts on the
competitiveness of owners, thereby reducing the quality of public services and the general welfare of citizens.
Scholars in management science have for years been trying to identify what may be the root causes of the fact
that strategic investments fail. Which factors are prevailing, however, is dependent of a project context.  Some
success factors appear in most projects: an ability to communicate with a client, to understand a project mission, an
ability to plan a project by finding cause and effect evidence from expected project benefits, to use a project output
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and to set up a project to deliver this output. The construction industry has for years been focusing almost solely on
project efficiency, as this success dimension is instantly measureable at project completion. When it comes to
measurements beyond project efficiency i.e. success for an owner regarding business goals and future benefits, the
evidence given in the literature tells us a story of an industry not capable of delivering excellence. In order to change
this, consultants and architects ought to a greater extent acknowledge that planning is the first step in design,
planning is backwards reasoning from ends and projects strategic goals and from that find cause and effect evidence
that leads to the starting point of design.
This insight is in fact not new. Sir Wotton maintained in his Elements of Architecture of 1624, that: “In
Architecture, as in all other Operative Arts, the End must direct the Operation. The End is to Build Well. Well
Building hath three principles; Firmness, Commodity and Delight”. Nearly 50 % of strategic investments fails to
satisfy the user and to give the intended benefits. It should be some concern regarded to the fact that most projects
don’t deliver the intended strategic output (if any at all) due to the industries lack of knowledge of the corporate
strategy. The chances of having a project with no common genetics with the parent organisation is according to
scholars definitely present. Projects do in fact seem to fail according to three perspectives, i.e., (a) a project owner
does not arrive at translating a strategy into tangible project requirements, (b) a project team is torn between
different loyalties and (c) user requirements rarely comes to prevail. This is in fact of crucial importance in the
construction  industry  –  more,  in  fact,  than  in  most  other  industries  –  mainly  due  to  the  use  of  external  project
delivery organisations.  A project with no clear strategic focus or ownership can easily end up as a motherless child.
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